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Entry from my journal, November 1960 

My children cause me the most exquisite suffering of 
which I have any experience. It is the suffering of 
ambivalence: the murderous alternation between bitter 
resentment and raw-edged nerves, and blissful grati- 
fication and tenderness. Sometimes I seem to myself, 
in my feelings toward these tiny guiltless beings, a 
monster of selfishness and intolerance. Their voices 
wear away at my nerves, their constant needs, above 
all their need for simplicity and patience, fill me 
with despair at my own failures, despair too at my 
fate, which is to serve a function for which I was not 
fitted. And I am weak sometimes from held-in rage. 
There are times when I feel only death will free us 
from one another, when I envy the barren woman 
who has the luxury of her regrets but lives a life of 
privacy and freedom. 0 


And yet at other times I am melted with the sense of 
their helpless, charming and quite irresistible beauty 
— their ability to go on loving and trusting — their 
staunchness and decency and unselfconsciousness. 1 
love them . But its in the enormity and inevitability of 
this love that the sufferings lie. 
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And this is my opinion : those men or women 
Who never had children of their own at all 

Enjoy the advantage in good fortune 
Over those who are parents. Childless people 
Have no means of knowing whether children are 
A blessing or a burden; but being without them 
They live exempt from many troubles. 

While those who have growing up in their homes 
The sweet gift of children I see always 
Burdened and worn with incessant worry, 

First, how to rear them in health and safety, 

And bequeath them, in time, enough to live on; 
And then this further anxiety: 

They can never know whether all their toil 
Is spent for worthy or worthless children. 


And beyond the common ills that attend 
All human life there is one still worse : 

Suppose at last they are pretty well off, 

Their children have grown up, and, what’s more, 
Are kind and honest: then what happens? 

A throw of chance - and there goes Death 
Bearing off your child into the unknown. 

Then why should mortals thank the gods, 

Who add to their load, already grievous, 

This one more grief, for their children’s sake, 
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Mothers attempt to erase integers, to move decimals, to point out discrepancies in the ledger, disrupt the 
protocols of exchange. v 

When the mothers of the victims of police violence inarch on Washington DC, 


when mothers in Central America set their children like paper lanterns 
on a breeze, 

when warehouses of children wait at our border. 

Mother is Marxist, exposing as false and pernicious the mystification of capitalist instantiations of value, 
promiscuous relations of value and their violence. j 

Mother is not a biological or relational subject position, but can be an attitude of resistance before the market. 
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"The Children's Hour” 

by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow 

Between the dark and the daylight, 

When the night is beginning to lower, 
(Cornel? a pause in t he day's bccupations? 
That is known asfrhe Children's Hour.j 
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I hear in the lchambegabo ve me 
The potter of tyttlefeeT] 

The sound of a door that is opened, 
And lvoice jsoft and sweet. 

Fr om my study I see in the lamplight, 
iDescending| the broad hall stair, 
IGravel Alice. and laughing Allegro, 
And Edith with golden hair. 


A ^vhisper\ and then a |siience:i 

Yet I know by their merrvteyeT I 

[They are plotting and planning together ^ 
To ftake me by surprise !T 



( A~ sudden rushlfrom the stairway, 
lA sudden raidlfrom the ha ll! 
By three doorsjleft unguarded^ 
\They enter my j castle wall! 
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Th eylclimb up into my turret 

(O'er the arms and back~fc>f my chair; 
If l jfry to escape,\they surround rn&j 

iThevseem to be everywhere.) 

They al most (devour mgfwith kisses , 
Their /nrmsb bout m aentwinej 
Till I think of the Bishop of Bingen 
In his Mouse-Tower on the Rhine! 
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Do you think, O blue-eyed banditti. 
Because you have scaled the wall, 
Su ch an old mustache as I am 
Is not a match tor you allTl 


I have you fast |in my fortress,] 

And will not let lyou deparQ 
But put you down into th ejdunqeon 


In the round-tower of my heart 




And there will I keep you forever, 

Yes, forever and a day, 

Till the walls shall [crumble to ruin~) 
And moulder in dust away! 
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Our older daughter [she is four] is somewhat DEATH- 
OBSESSED lately. This startles us. Some excerpts from her / 
insights and inquiries: 
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Jojo: I found parry bear [o long-forgotten stuffed animal ]. I 
don't know if he's hibernating or dead. We have to wait and 
see if he wakes up. 


2 . 


Jojo: Daddy, I wonder what you look like when you die. 
3. 


Jojo: You and mommy need to have more kids so that if Cece 
and me die you won't be alone. 

4. 


Jojo: [after getting upset because I've told her to wash her 
hands ] If you make me cry one more time I'm going to say 
goodbye to my whole family except me. Does that hurt your 
feelings? It would be fun to live in a world with nobody. 

5. 

Jojo: Mommy, I just told Cece that on the outside she's Cece 
and on the inside she's a skeleton. 

6 . 


Jojo: [to Cece playing with Anna and Elsa action figures] Say 
she’s dead, Cece. The mommy’s dead-that's when you look 
like you’re sleeping. 

7. 



Jojo. Cece, I love you, but when people get old they die. 
Cece: Did you hear that? I farted. 
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“Don’t have children.” 

> —Richard Ford 
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“The idea that motherhood 


is inherently somehow a 
threat to creativity is just absurd.” 
— Zadie Smith 
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This Be The Verse 


They fuck you up, your mum and dad. 

They may not mean to, but they do. 
They fill you with the faults they had 
And add some extra, just for you. 


But they were fucked up in their turn 
By fools in old-style hats and coats, 
Who half the time were soppy-stern 
And half at one another's throats. 


Man hands on misery to man. 

It deepens like a coastal shelf. 

Get out as early as you can, 

And don't have any kids yourself. 


“A child, more than all other gifts . . . 
brings hope with it and forward-looking thoughts .” — George Eliot 


Below: Front view of 
the breast showing the 
lactiferous ducts 
through which the milk 
flows. Milk is stored 
between feeds and 
released by sucking. 


"When you were young, you needed something you did not 
receive, and you will never receive it. And the proper attitude 
is mourning— not blame." 

—Robert Bly 
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Sociologists find that as a group, parents in the 
United States experience depression and emotional 
distress more often than their childless adult 
counterparts. Parents of young children report far 
more depression, emotional distress, and other negative 
emotions than non-parents, and parents of grown 
children hdve no better well-being than adults 
who never had children. 


—Robin W. Simon, "The Joys of Parenthood, Reconsidered," 

Contexts. Spring 2008. 
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